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Identity and Social Connection of 
Greek Dancing in Diaspora 
Maria-Irini Avgoulas and Rebecca Fanany 
This paper will discuss findings from a qualitative study undertaken in 
Melbourne, Australia that investigated Greek dancing as an aspect of cultural 
identity and wellbeing. This research involved nineteen participants (four 
male and fifteen female) recruited from a well-established, long standing 
dancing school in Melbourne. These students were enroled in either the 
senior, adult or performance group. The participants were interviewed about 
their participation in Greek dancing and the meaning it had for them as well 
as their reason for participation. There were a number of differences among 
the participants, which included country of birth (Australia or Greece), age, 
dancing class, and length of experience. Despite this, the diaspora experience 
of the participants was particularly significant, and the core reason for 
participating in Greek dancing of all participants was to express their identity 
and manifest their Hellenic heritage in diaspora. Preserving this heritage was 
important to all participants and served as a vehicle for social connection that 
enhanced their physical and emotional wellbeing. 
Introduction and background 
The large Greek community in Melbourne includes a number of cultural 
institutions that emerged from the interests of the group and primarily serve 
to maintain certain aspects of Greek culture in Australia. Greek dancing has 
been an element of this local culture for many years but has grown in 
popularity more recently, perhaps as part of an interest in personal cultural 
heritage that is evident in Australia as well as worldwide. This trend has 
been recognised in various fields, including heritage tourism (see Gonzalez, 
2008); family origin and genealogy (see Tutton, 2004); and the study of 
heritage languages (see He, 2010).  
The Manasis School of Greek Dance and Culture is a well-established 
institution in Melbourne that offers an opportunity for individuals of all ages 
to learn and participate in traditional Greek dancing and also to perform at  
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various events as a member of a group representing the school. It is one of 
several such schools in the Melbourne area and is similar in nature to other 
institutions representing various Australian cultures. The role of dance in 
general as a component of health and wellbeing in Australia has attracted 
some interest (see Gardner, Komesharoff & Fensham, 2008) and has been 
seen as a valuable support for specific groups, such as older adults (Connor, 
2000). The importance of dance specifically as a component of Greek identity 
in diaspora communities has been noted and discussed as well (see Holst-
Warhaft, 2010).  
The nineteen individuals who took part in this study represent the 
Manasis School community and are characteristic of the school’s clientele. 
The four male and fifteen female dancers ranged in age from 18 to 58 and 
were participants in the senior, senior performance and adult dance classes. 
These class groupings reflect length of experience and skill in traditional folk 
dancing and also the aim of participation, for instance recreation as opposed 
to performance. Thirteen of the participants were born in Australia, while 
the remaining six were born in Greece. Most of the participants also engaged 
in other sports (eleven individuals), while for the rest (eight individuals), 
their dance classes were their only form of organised exercise activity. The 
participants were interviewed about their motivations in taking part in 
Greek dancing classes, the meaning of such participation to them, any 
connection between dancing and health that they perceived, and role of 
Greek dancing in the maintenance of a heritage identity. These participants 
were recruited at the Manasis School with the support and cooperation of its 
director and were aged over eighteen at the time of interview. Interviews 
and the subsequent analysis of data were carried out in accordance with the 
Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research.  
 
Dance, wellbeing and health 
 
The relationships between dance and health has long been noted by 
observers and scholars (Ritter & Lowe, 1996; Hanna, 2006; Murcia et al., 
2010), and the concept of dance as a therapy for specific conditions is 
beginning to be explored (Hackney, Kantorovich & Earhart, 2007; 
Belardinelli et al., 2008). In addition, there is some indication that dance can 
contribute to wellbeing (Murcia et al., 2010). However, it has also been noted 
that increasingly participation in music and dance has become less active,   
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with most people’s involvement limited to observing or being part of an 
audience (Bailey & Davidson, 2005).  
At the same time, the importance of physical activity to both health and 
wellbeing is generally accepted and well understood. The literature 
demonstrating the beneficial role of exercise on chronic disease as well as in 
quality of life is extensive and unequivocal (see Warburton, Nicol & Bredin, 
2006; Haskell et al., 2007). Dance, which combines physical activity with 
music, which in itself is also strongly linked to emotional wellbeing (see 
Laucka, 2006), would seem to be naturally attractive to many people as an 
adjunct to better health and wellbeing. In this, music has been found to 
improve mood and encourage movement (Large, 2000). Dance has been 
shown to facilitate social bonding through participation in a shared activity 
requiring a pattern of coordinated activity and interaction (McNeil, 1995).  
At present, literature that investigates the motivations for individuals to 
take part in modern, traditional or folk dance is limited. Nieminen (1998), 
based on a study in Finland, found that self-expression, developing a social 
network, physical fitness, and a desire to perform were among the main 
motivations for participation in dance classes and groups. Kreutz (2008), in 
a study focusing on ballroom dancing, noted that most participants saw 
their participation as a form of exercise, an opportunity to socialise, and an 
emotionally rewarding activity. Murcia et al. (2010) found that a majority of 
their participants saw the physical benefits of dance as most significant, 
followed by emotional wellbeing and personal satisfaction. They also note 
the multidimensional perceptions of the benefit of dance, as reported by 
their participants, as well as the fact that the women in their study reported 
more positive benefits than the men. The present study contributes to the 
literature in this area and includes the additional dimension of cultural 
identity, which supports the choice of context, namely a Greek dancing 
school in a large diaspora community. 
Findings 
A number of major themes emerged from analysis of the interview data. 
They were: connection to Greece; social and cultural identity; cultural 
maintenance; and physical and emotional benefits of dancing. Additionally, 
a number of minor themes were identified that included release of stress and 
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escape from problems, membership in a social group, language and culture, 
and therapeutic benefits. These themes fit into six dimensions that structure 
the participants’ perceptions and interpretation of their experience: 
connection to Greek dancing; the meaning of Greek dancing; reasons for 
participation; dancing as an element of personal identity; Hellenic heritage 
in diaspora; and dancing and health. The views of the participants are 
discussed below accompanied by a selection of interview excerpts that 
illustrate how they described their experiences and perceptions. 
Overall, it was apparent that Greek dancing plays a significant role in the 
participants’ perception of themselves as individuals of Greek ancestry and 
their personal connection to their heritage and to Greece itself. All 
participants viewed their participation in Greek dancing at the Manasis 
School as highly beneficial, although the relative importance of specific 
aspects of the experience (fitness; socialising; wellbeing and happiness; 
maintenance of cultural identity; and so forth) varied, depending on the 
individual. In this, it is important to note that the individuals who took part 
in this study were already predisposed toward traditional dancing and 
hence were more likely to report favourable attitudes and impacts. 
Nonetheless, their views are significant in that they suggest potential 
benefits that may result from such participation and also reinforce the value 
of music and dance in general in overall wellbeing. 
A number of participants viewed Greek dancing as providing a link to 
Greece and their culture of familial origin, even if they themselves had never 
lived in Greece. In a number of cases, the participant had been encouraged 
to take part this activity by other family members who saw it as an 
expression of ethnic culture. As is the case in many locations, various styles 
of dance are taught in Melbourne dance schools such that an individual 
interested in this pastime would be able to chose from a full range of 
classical, ballroom and folk dancing classes. It is notable that many 
participants were not specifically interested in dance in general. To them, 
the attraction of the Manasis School is that it offers Greek dancing which 
they see as having a personal connection to themselves. For this reason, 
many of the participants described themselves as having Greek dancing as 
a hobby but were not interested in other dance styles or in expanding their 
skills in other settings.  
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The contribution of participation in Greek dancing to the participants’ 
sense of identity was significant. Melbourne has a large Greek community 
which is part of the broader Australian diaspora. While much of this 
community has been in Australia for decades, the Greek identity of 
individuals as well as community institutions is strong, and members of the 
community have collectively gone to great length to maintain their 
distinctive culture in the context of a multicultural nation. Participation in 
Greek dancing, which is a public activity that derives directly from the 
community’s heritage, is one way of demonstrating cultural identity and 
showing association with the Greek community in Australia as well as with 
Greece itself.  
One male participant expressed his perception as follows: 
Being part of something Greek and learning about it is very important to me. 
It’s like I get a tick from my grandparents, a tick from my parents and one for 
myself. [18 year old, Australia-born male] 
Another participant stressed the heritage aspect of Greek dancing: 
I have grown up in my family with dancing, my parents from a young age, 
from when I was in the stroller would take us to dinner dances. I have grown 
up in dancing and Greek music, and from a young age I was in a dancing 
group. [23 year old, Australia-born, female] 
The participants in this study expressed a number of reasons they took 
part in the activities of the Manasis School. These ranged from a desire to 
perform in public to physical fitness and emotional benefits. Some of their 
views are contained in the following interview excerpts: 
Performances is why we do this, the performance and the look in the eyes of 
the audience. They are amazed — especially the old people, they feel very 
connected. My family is very supportive of my dancing and have always 
been. [22 year old, Australia-born female] 
Dancing is something I enjoy, being with my friends, it makes me happy and 
I keep my culture alive. Dancing is also a way to be physically active and is 
exercise. It gets your heartrate up and you get a sweat. It definitely is physical 
activity. [20 year old, Australia-born female] 
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My family supports my dancing and encourages me to come — for me it’s 
the emotional benefits that I get here, an escape and things are more bearable. 
Connecting with my culture and a sense of connection, apart from your 
family you have the support of your culture. [58 year old, Greek-born female] 
A number of participants expressed the idea that dancing allowed them 
to maintain a Greek identity, alongside an Australian identity that aligned 
with other activities and experiences they had. They felt that their dancing 
reflected the Greek elements of their personal culture as well as the culture 
of their ancestors. For several participants, this aspect of the activity was one 
of several benefits, such as maintaining health through active participation 
or as a context for socialising, but was the deciding factor that caused the 
participants to choose this activity over other, similar leisure pursuits. In 
other words, the fact that the activities of the classes and groups associated 
with the Manasis School were Greek made them desirable. None of the 
participants was otherwise interested in folk dancing in general or in other 
types of dance. These groups were appealing because they were Greek and 
also served as a context for exercise and socialising that they found had 
other, emotional benefits as well. Some of the participants expressed this as 
follows: 
Maintaining my Greek identity and it’s also good for my health, I get exercise 
and it’s an escape and provides emotional benefits. [58 year old, Greek-born 
female] 
My family likes it that I dance, as I'm not forgetting my identity and I’m 
keeping my Greekness and the roots of my ancestors. [18 year old, Greek-
born female] 
Parents and grandparents are the same as they have all made a lot of efforts 
to keep our Greek culture. Like though Greek School — to uphold the 
Greekness and that Greek identity. Like not to lose that — not losing that 
because they left Greece. When they see me dance they are over joyed — there 
is my grandson, they adore it and very proud. [18 year old, Australia-born 
male] 
There is the physical activity aspect to it as I don’t do another sport and a way 
to keep fit. But it’s also a social thing. It’s also an escape — I used it a lot in 
year 12 to zone out, so it was good for my emotional health. Both physical  
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and emotional health and a connection to my heritage. [22 year old, Australia-
born female] 
The Greek community in Melbourne is large and includes individuals of 
all ages. The oldest members represent the original immigrant generation 
who arrived in Australia in the years following World War II and who 
founded the first Greek institutions in the community. The participants in 
this study all had an awareness of the multigenerational nature of the 
community and some idea of the varied experiences of each generation. This 
knowledge was a factor in their participation and also affected their 
interpretation of the experience: 
When we perform and there are elders there — they cry and get emotional 
but it makes them happy and provides them with emotional health as it 
provides them with that sense that the Greek culture and tradition will be 
continued and the young ones are making effort to keep it. [18 year old, 
Greek-born male] 
Elders of the Greek community get so happy, it gives them happiness and 
makes them believe that Greek will continue. Their emotions show 
happiness, they clap, it gives them courage, they clap. [19 year old, Greek-
born female] 
Several of these participants expressed the view that cultural continuity 
between generations was important to and characteristic of the Greek 
community in Melbourne. They saw their dancing as a manifestation of that, 
namely that they were continuing a tradition that had evolved in Greece and 
had been transplanted to Australia. They were aware that this continuity 
tended to be very important to older members of the community and their 
own families but were also anxious to continue the traditional themselves 
and through their own children. 
The association between dancing and health was very strong among the 
participants in this study who were all aware of current thinking about the 
value of physical activity in maintaining health. In this, they did not differ 
from the general population in Australia, which tends to be very interested 
in sports of all kinds (see Ward, 2009): 
There is the physical activity aspect to it as I don’t do another sport and a way 
to keep fit. But it’s also a social thing. It’s also an escape. I used it a lot in year 
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12 to zone out — so it was good for my emotional health. Both physical and 
emotional health and a connection to my heritage. [22 year old, Australia-
born female]  
Greek dancing is something that gives you joy and should be incorporated 
into healthcare — there are both physical and emotional benefits. [58 year old, 
Greek-born female] 
Greek music and dancing makes me feel good, as crap as I feel too — it’s the 
emotion and I feel it and when I dance I feel that κεφι, that [ευεξια] wellbeing. 
You really don’t know what you can achieve here — we maintain our culture 
and then there are the benefits to health — both physical and the emotional 
and here is no age limit dancing can be for everyone with limits. [37 year old, 
Greek-born female] 
I love this  more [compared to other sport], and its social and I exercise — and 
of course my heritage plays a role in why I enjoy this so much and I feel it’s 
part of me in my DNA — it just draws me even at my age — back in the 70s 
we were wogs and not accepted and now I just want it, I’m dance to it and 
my culture is good for my health, and thus social is so important to our health. 
[51 year old, Australia-born male] 
Dancing is great for your health and the mental fitness it amazing, there is a 
togetherness here, a connection and that support. [56 year old, Australia-born 
male] 
By definition, dancing is a social activity that requires cooperation and 
coordination with others. However, to the participants in this study, the 
activities of the Manasis School provided a context, not just for interacting 
with others, but specifically for interacting with others of a similar cultural 
background. All of the participants felt the community and identity aspects 
of the dance experience were significant and important to them. The 
opportunity to socialise was equally important, though. The groups they 
took part in consisted of other people like themselves in a way that was of 
great importance to many of them and, as a result, reinforced their cultural 
identity in the context of the broader Australian society. Several also felt they 
were actively contributing the maintenance of their ancestral culture and 
supporting the links to Greece that had been maintained by older members 
of the community. This, in addition to the personal benefits in terms of  
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health and wellbeing afforded by Greek dancing, was an important 
motivation for the participants to devote their leisure time to the activities of 
the Manasis School and continue to dance. 
Discussion 
The participants in this study all described strong personal feelings for 
taking part in Greek dancing. These feelings centered on their desire to show 
and develop their Greek identity and to please grandparents and other 
relatives by maintaining the continuity of tradition and links to heritage that 
were handed down to them from a young age. A number of the participants 
were born in Australia and are members of the second or third Australian 
generation. As is typical among this cohort, they are fully integrated into 
mainstream Australian society and participate in the various social 
institutions of the wider community. These institutions are based in English 
traditions that represent the Australian experience and have a different 
cultural base from the practices they are exposed to at home and in their 
cultural community. The traditions and practices of this cultural community 
remain extremely important to the group, and the Greek diaspora in 
Melbourne supports a large number of schools, churches, restaurants, 
sporting clubs, and other organisations that attract Australians of Greek 
background. Many of these institutions were originally set up by members 
of the immigrant generation who arrived in Australia in the years following 
World War II and strived to recreate what they felt to be crucial elements of 
their native culture. 
The early period of the Greek community in Melbourne was marked by 
the use of the Greek language as a sign of community membership and the 
most fluent language of the members, most of whom had at that time been 
born in Greece. As time passed, the majority of community members came 
to be born in Australia and, at present, have on average become English 
speakers. In fact, the majority of younger people of Greek background do 
not speak the language fluently and use English for the majority of their 
interaction, despite many attending Greek school whose aim is language 
maintenance (Bradshaw, 2006). There is strong evidence that Australians of 
Greek background are increasingly becoming monolingual English speakers 
and that this trend is likely to continue into the future (Tamis, 2010). 
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While there can be no doubt of the role that use of the Greek language 
played in identity among older members of the Greek community in 
Melbourne in the past, younger individuals have largely perceived their 
Greekness in the context of the Australian experience. Participation in Greek 
dancing is one manifestation of this cultural identity that happens to 
coincide with the general perception of the value of exercise and fitness in 
the English mainstream. While it is important for these younger people to 
please their older relatives by taking part in a traditional activity, it is 
significant that their dancing is consonant with their views on the need for 
exercise in body shape management and fitness which is prominent among 
younger people (see Wright, O’Flynn & Macdonald, 2006). While it was 
beyond the scope of this study to consider this issue, it is likely that this 
activity would be much less desirable to the younger participants if it did 
not fit into their perceptions of exercise and physical activity or contribute 
to important personal goals, separate from their perception of identity. 
Some of the participants in this study appeared to be aware that Greek 
dancing of the type they were doing is not a popular pastime in Greece itself, 
just as traditional British/Australian folk dancing is currently unpopular in 
Australia. By contrast, traditional dance forms from the various cultural 
groups that make up the population do seem to be thriving (see Pollack, 
2000). The Australian policy of multiculturalism and the way in which this 
policy is interpreted provides opportunities for the nation’s cultural 
communities to present their traditional art forms, including dance. 
Participation in such activities by members of the community is one way 
that heritage and identity can be manifested in the public environment, and, 
in fact, performance in these settings or at events set up by the school, is 
important to many of the participants in this study who view such occasions 
as an opportunity to show both their skill and also demonstrate the heritage. 
Increasingly, heritage among members of the Greek community in 
Melbourne centers on a comparatively small number of personal and social 
behaviours and activities that include certain elements of food choice; use or 
knowledge of Greek, even when such usage is limited to terms of address 
for family members and names of cultural and religious practices; 
participation in activities, such as traditional dancing, that are Greek by 
nature; and certain personal prerogatives, such as membership in the Greek 
Orthodox Church. Nonetheless, the younger members of the community do 
227 
IDENTITY AND SOCIAL CONNECTION OF GREEK DANCING IN DIASPORA 
not perceive themselves to be less Greek than their older relatives who were 
born in Greece. Instead, the ways in which they manifest this identity have 
shifted. One important aspect of this is the current availability of social 
media and internet resources that allow individuals to connect with like-
minded others and form virtual communities as well as to seek and offer 
information about their own culture, feelings, and experiences. The virtual 
environment increasingly provides new sources of cultural capital and is 
increasingly important in creating and maintaining a Greek awareness in the 
diaspora community (see Panagakos, 2010). For the participants in this 
study, interaction in social media was an important means to express their 
Greekness who eagerly anticipated their performances being uploaded to 
YouTube. The social approval associated with this within the real and virtual 
community was considerable. 
It is interesting to note that Melbourne is currently accommodating new 
arrivals from Greece as many try to immigrate to escape the prolonged 
economic difficulties in that part of Europe. While interest in migrating to 
Australia is high, the number of successful migrants remains low because of 
the extremely difficult employment context and rigid immigration rules (see 
Cavounidis, 2013). Nonetheless, these new arrivals represent a different 
Greece from the one known by the original members of the current 
community, most of whom arrived in Australia in the 1950s. While it has 
been suggested that the presence of a new generation of Greek speakers 
might revitalise the language among members of the diaspora community 
who largely speak English (Pauwels, 2008), in general the migrants have had 
to adapt to the ways of the existing community, especially as it exists within 
the structural environment of the Australian mainstream, and there is little 
to indicate that the current trend toward the mainstream will change 
direction in the future.  
This suggests that the nature of Greek identity in the Melbourne 
community is changing but not necessarily weakening. Instead, the 
individual and group attributes that contribute to Greekness have changed 
over time and will likely continue to develop in the future. This shift has 
been characterised by an interest in Greek art forms, such as the traditional 
dancing of interest here, and other manifestation of Greek culture, both 
tangible and intangible, but also by a shift into the English language and 
modern cultural environment, incorporating new media and other 
technology-mediated forms. In this, Greek identity in Melbourne has come  
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to be associated, not only with experience and connection to Greece itself, 
but through the autochthonous institutions of the community itself which 
are often local adaptations of elements of Greek culture that were important 
to the original migrant generation. The traditional dancing, such as is offered 
by the Manasis School, is one example of this. The form of dance and its 
origins are broadly Greek, but its practice, form of performance and methods 
are Australian and consonant with the social patterns of Australian society. 
Conclusion 
The participants in this study all felt a strong need to express and maintain 
their Greek identity which exists alongside an Australian identity supported 
by their experiences and interactions in the public environment. For all of 
them, Greek identity encompassed personal, familial and community 
elements that were separate from Australian mainstream culture of which 
they were also a part. In this way, their Greekness was of great importance 
to the way the participants viewed themselves and was manifested largely 
in a specific set of activities and behaviours, one of which was the Greek 
dancing in which they took part. Their dancing reflected a desire of the 
participants in this study to connect with their older relatives, to respect their 
beliefs and perceptions, and to please them by engaging in an activity that 
was Greek in nature. However, they also perceived a strong personal link to 
their own heritage as well as a desire to express the cultural background in 
a form that was visible to others and that marked membership in the 
diaspora community. In doing so, they exhibit a new form of Greekness that 
is characteristic of the Australian experience and is also consonant with the 
social norms of the wider community while preserving their cultural 
community’s shared conceptualisation of its own heritage and folk art 
forms. 
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